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Abstract of
THE COLONELS' REVOLT: EISENHOWER, THE ARMY, AND THE POLITICS OF NATIONAL

SECURITY

This paper reviews the budgetary politics and interService rivalries involved in the formulation of

President Dwight D. Eisenhower's defense policies. Specifically, the paper chronicles the reaction of the

U.S. Army General Staff to proposals to greatly increase U.S. reliance on strategic air power at the

expense of Army force structure and modernization. The impact of The Revolt on joint policy making in

general and Cold War defense policies in particular is chronicled. The paper concludes with a discussion

of the lessons of The Revolt for those who make strategy and defense policy. While The Revolt had little

immediate impact on defense planning, it was part of a larger series of events that culminated in the

Goldwater-Nichols Act and other reforms in the Department of Defense budget process and in Joint

Service planning and operations.

ii

. -- -------



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER PAGE

AB STRA CT ............................................................................................................ ii

I INTRODU CTION ................................................................................................ 1

II THE CONTEXT ................................................................................................. 8

III THE REVOLT ................................................................................................. 30

IV EPILO GUE: BU SINESS A S U SUAL ................................................................... 72

V CONCLUSIONS: WHAT THE REVOLT TEACHES US ....................................... 88

BIBLIO GRAPH Y ...................................................................................................... 102

1i1.i



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

"These Colonels"

It was May 21, the Monday after Armed Forces Day, 1956. Across

the nation, the weekend had been marked by celebrations of America's

military might. But the focus of that afternoon's Pentagon press

conference was not the nation's military unity and strength. Instead,

an agitated Secretary of Defense, Charles Wilson, joined by his

uncomfortable military chiefs, gathered to assure the Pentagon Press

Corps that reports of interService rivalry and dissent from White House

defense policies were all grossly exaggerated.'

Army Chief of Staff, General Maxwell Taylor, was clearly the most

uncomfortable. The press reports that disrupted Secretary Wilson's

weekend--chronicling a major policy fight among the Services--were

linked to leaks from a group of Colonels on Taylor's staff. The

articles noted a series of leaks attacking other Services, criticizing

President Eisenhower's defense strategies, and advancing budget

proposals clearly at odds with the priorities of the nation's civilian

leaders. 2 Taylor said he didn't know who "these Colonels" were. The

"1 "Wilson Marshals Services' Chiefs To Decry Rivalry," New York Times, 22
May, 1956, sec. A, p. Al; "The Nation: One Machine, One Purpose," Time,
4 June, 1956, p.19.
2 "Military Forces Split By Conflict On Arms Policies," New York Times,
19 May, 1956, sec. A, p.l.
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Army, he said, was not out to make its own policies and strategies in

defiance of national policy. 3

"These Colonels..." had been part of a newly created staff section

known as The Coordination Group. Organized from among a number of

offices at Department of the Army Headquarters, The Coordination Group

included some of the brightest officers in the Army. Most had advanced

degrees and distinguished combat records. 4 They waged a policy

offensive using other Army Staff officers, friendly journalists, and

Members of Congress to promote the Army's agenda. They fought the other

Services, the Department of Defense, and the White House for more

funding and an end to force cuts. Until now, their initiatives had been

limited to public relations efforts and behind the scene policy debates.

But now it appeared they had gone too far. 5

While Taylor spoke, his Secretary of General Staff, Brigadier

General William Westmoreland, oversaw the reassignment of the officers.

They had operated unnoticed, but the headlines stripped away their

anonymity. Within a matter of days, they were gone. 6

3 "Transcript of News Conference Held by Wilson and His Military and
Civilian Aides," New York Times, 22 May, 1956, sec. A, p. 14.
4 James E. Hewes, Jr. From Root To McNamara: Army Organization and
Administration, 1900-1963, (Washington, D.C.: Center of Military
History, 1975) pp. 239-241; Interviews with William E. Depuy, The
William E. Depuy Papers, Box: Oral History, U.S. Army Military History
Institute, Carlisle Barracks (Hereafter, all Oral Histories from U.S.
Army Military History Institute will be referred to as "OH-MHI");
Interview with George I. Forsythe, The George I. Forsythe Papers, Box:
Oral History, Vol. II, OH-MHI; Interview with Barksdale Hamlett, The
Barksdale Hamlett Papers, Box: Oral History, Section 4, OH-MHI;
Interview with Jonathan 0. Seaman, The Jonathan 0. Seaman Papers, Oral
History, Section 6, OH-MHI; Interview with Maxwell D. Taylor, The
Maxwell D. Taylor Papers, Oral History, OH-MHI; Interview with William
Westmoreland, The William Westmoreland Papers, Oral History, OH-MHI;
Interview with Melvin Zais, The Melvin Zais Papers, Oral History, Vol.
II, 1977, OH-MHI.
5Ibid.; David Halbertsam. The Best and the Brightest, (Greenwich:
Fawcett, 1973) pp. 575-578.
6Forsythe Interview, OH-MHI; Halbertsam, Best, p. 578; Westmoreland
Interview, OH-MHI.
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The few written accounts of "The Colonels' Revolt" record it as a

defeat for the officers involved. They were undercut by their

counterparts in the Air Force, manipulated by Congressmen with their own

agendas, dogged by media criticism, and suppressed by civilian

leadership in the Department of Defense more interested in the_

imperatives of the budget than national security. Worst of all, they

were crushed by a President bent on restructuring the military to face

his narrow view of the military's role in a changing world. 7

The story of "The Revolt"--its origins, execution, and epilogue--

can provide insight into the development and implementation of American

strategy and defense policy in the years between the Korean War and the

War in Vietnam. It also has clear implications for the study of

national defense policy in the years since. An understanding of those

elements of the policy making process that have changed and those that

have remained the same makes The Colonels' Revolt a valuable baseline

case study, but not as it is presently chronicled.

The real story of The Colonels' Revolt is more complex than the

limited accounts that have been published. The Army officers who took

part were undercut by their Air Force and Navy rivals, just as the Air

Force and Navy were undercut by the Army staff. Congress did play a key

role in these events, because all three Services curried favor with

Senators and Representatives to advance their own agenda. The media

brought the revolt out into the public eye and prompted Secretary

Wilson's' press conference. But the catalyst was a series of stories

7Halbertsam. ibid.; A fictional account of The Revolt serves as a
subplot Thomas Fleming, The Officers' Wives, (New York: Warner Books,
1982) pp. 288-327. Other accounts have been published, but they rely on
Halbertsam as their primary source.
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deliberately leaked by the Army to friendly reporters. The Secretary of

Defense did block the efforts of The Coordination Group, but he needed

constant reassurance and direction from the White House.

The President had a vision of national security clearly at odds

with that of the military in general and the Army in particular. All

defense policy debates between 1953 and 1961 began and ended with

President Dwight D. Eisenhower. When he took office, some assumed his

credentials as a West Point graduate, career Army Officer, and World War

II hero would dictate pro-military policies in his Administration.

Instead, his deeply held beliefs about the importance of a strong,

stable domestic economy, his understanding of the realities of the

nuclear weapons, and his views of the role of force and diplomacy in the

Cold War combined to ensure a firm consistency in his approach to

defense.

But in spite of his strong beliefs, President Eisenhower did not

"crush" The Revolt. Throughout the remainder of their military careers,

the participants survived and many, in fact, thrived. In fact, The

Colonels' Revolt did not end in 1956 because it was not a genuine

"revolt" at all. It was business as usual. The Coordination Group's

actions mirrored those of the 1949 "Admirals' Revolt" , the "revolt" of

the Air Force generals in 1958, and numerous less reported incidents of

military dissent from the President's policies. 8

Over the next several years, these "revolts" affected the

implementation of national strategy, the development of Service

doctrine, force structure, defense budgets, and even the conduct of a

8While I conclude this was not a true "revolt", I will use the term as
given in other accounts to provide consistency.
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Presidential election. But they did little to affect the one thing the

Colonels were determined to affect--the conduct of the next war. The

Army's particular role in the implementation and execution of the

Vietnam War had little to do with the issues that produced headlines in

1956.

This does not mean that The Revolt, the policy debate, and the

actors involved were irrelevant. When viewed as an isolated event, or

when viewed as the culminating event in a series of decisions, The

Revolt is little more than another Cold War policy case study. But if

viewed as a focal event--one where all the relevant elements of a larger

and more significant process can be viewed--The Revolt provides a

valuable window into the process of defining and developing strategy.

This paper chronicles and analyzes The Revolt posing four basic

questions:

(1) "What happened ?"--

The May 1956 press conference was not an isolated event. It

was the culmination of a complex and lengthy process involving a

wide range of important actors. The context of international

politics, the domestic political environment, and the belief

systems of the individual participants must be used to set the

context for The Revolt. Then the details of The Revolt--drawn

to as great a degree possible from primary sources--can be

chronicled.

5



2) "What was the impact of the revolt?"--

The Revolt came at a critical time for the nation and the

Army. Post World War II optimism and euphoria had long since

been replaced by the fears of the Cold War. Nuclear weapons

made an all out "Superpower" war less likely, but a series of

"little" wars in places like Greece and Indochina had not been

deterred by nuclear weapons. The same Army that had crushed the

combined powers of the Axis had been stalemated in Korea. Did

the issues raised by these correlate to these challenges and did

the outcome of The Revolt better prepare the Army for the

conflicts that lay ahead? Did the larger process, of which The

Revolt was a part, provide the nation with an appropriate

strategy?

3) "What, if anything, has changed in the joint policy making

process since the revolt?"--

The Revolt was not an internal Army matter. It was a fight

between Services over roles, missions, and funding. These

battles were fought at a time when the Department of Defense was

still in its infancy. The concept of a standing joint staff had

emerged from the ad hoc arrangements of World War II. The

authority and prestige of the Joint Chiefs and their staffs were

in practice, if not in fact, secondary to the authority and

prestige of individual Service staffs. Though designed for

coordination and cooperation, the Joint arena was still viewed

6



as a policy battlefield. Since 1956, there have been several

significant changes in the structure and authority of the Joint

Chiefs and their staff. Some of these changes mirror proposals

for reform by participants in the revolt. Would a different JCS

charter and structure have prevented the revolt? Do recent

reforms preclude future revolts? 9

4) What does the revolt teach us about strategy and defense

policy?--

There are clear parallels between The Revolt and other

policy battles over defense spending and force structure.

Rather than carelessly drawing oversimplified "lessons" from

this event, The Revolt should be placed in larger context and

carefully analyzed. This will help determine what lessons can

be built into a broader framework to provide a better

understanding of the process of strategy and defense policy

making.

9 For a review of the changes in the joint system, see Wayne K. Maynard
"The New American Way of War," Military Review 73 (November 1993) pp.
5-17.
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CHAPTER II

THE CONTEXT

TWO PARADES--

They came marching through the arch in New York's Washington

Square, past the cheering crowds, and up Fifth Avenue. They were

marching in the footsteps of their grandfathers. Almost 25 years

before, the victorious American veterans of the Allied Expeditionary

Force returned from France and marched through the streets of New York.

Then, the parade reflected the somber mood of a nation not convinced

that the victory had been worth the high price. Then, the marching

units left large gaps in their ranks, marking the place for those who

had fallen in the slaughter on the Western Front. 1 0

In the years after that first parade, America shrank from the

leadership role it had assumed in 1917. As it did, the size and quality

of its military declined. Some cuts--like the reductions in the

battleships--were part of global efforts to prevent future wars. But

most were a combination of the realities of domestic economics and of a

popular belief that wars on so grand and horrible a scale were no longer

possible. By the time the United States had recognized the need to

prepare to face the threat of Fascism, the American Army was the 16th

largest in the world, reduced to training with mock wooden riflesi1

"1°Bradley Biggs, Gavin, (Hamden: Archon Books, 1980) pp. 62-67;
Interview with COL (ret.) Sanford Ullmann, Washington, D.C., 1 April,
1994.
"11Stephen E. Ambrose, Eisenhower: Volume One, Soldier, General of the
Army, President Elect-1890-1952, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983) p.
122; Dwight D. Eisenhower, Crusade in Europe, (New York: Doubleday,
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This was nothing new. American Armies had always relied on a

surge of volunteers, conscripts, and militias to fill its ranks in

wartime. As soon as each war ended, it shrank to a small force of

regulars. The professional Army had been limited to civil engineering

projects on the nation's frontier, coastal defense, and internal

security. After the Spanish-American War, those regulars added colonial

military duties in the Philippines. The writings of Alfred Thayer Mahan

may have motivated some national leaders to ensure a more adequate

peacetime Navy, but the Army had no Mahan of its own. 1 2 On the eve of

World War I, the U.S. Military Academy (ironically, Mahan's birthplace)

still graduated fewer than 100 new Lieutenants a year.13

The end of World War I thrust new responsibilities on the U.S.

For more than a century, American foreign policy makers had succeeded in

playing off the European powers against each other. This complemented

the natural security provided by America's geography. But the cost of

World War I had been high for Europe's winners as well as its losers.

The balance of power that had been set forth at the Congress of

Vienna had eroded since the Franco-Prussian War and disappeared in 1918.

The facade of British and French strength continued for several years,

but they lacked effective economic, political, and military

capabilities. The Germans also lacked military strength, but unlike

France and Great Britain, they regained the political will. In 1933,

1948, pp. 1-15; T.A. Heppenheimer, "Build-Down," American Heritage, 44
(December 1993), pp. 34-46.

1 2Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War: A History of United
States Military Strategy and Policy, (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1973)
pp. 167-191.
13Association of Graduates, United States Military Academy, Register of
Graduates, (West Point: Association of Graduates, 1986) pp. 303-311.
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the Third Reich emerged as a threat with no European nation capable of

confronting its growing military. Meanwhile, Japan's military power

grew unchecked in Asia. 1 4

Even in the wake of The Depression, the U.S. was the only nation

with the resource base to meet these threats. As those threats became

clearer, President Franklin Roosevelt began the slow process of building

the nation's war fighting capability. He had to do so without risking

the national domestic political consensus that was still based on

traditional American isolationism and on the recent memory of a costly

World War. 15

A NEW KIND OF MILITARY, A NEW KIND OF PEACE

The years since 1918 had shaped a generation of officers who would

lead the Army into the Cold War. They had seen the costs of a hasty

peace unsecured by strong alliances and a credible military. They had

survived force reductions, pay cuts, and slow promotions. Finally, they

had seen victory and with it a national commitment to an America ready

to accept its responsibilities as a world power.

The man chosen to lead the victory parade in 1945 was typical of

that generation. Major General James Gavin, commander of the much

decorated 82nd Airborne Division, had been a Captain only four years

earlier. Gavin and his fellow Airborne Generals, Maxwell Taylor and

14 R.R. Palmer and Joel Colton, A History of the Modern World, (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1950) pp. 735-800.
15James MacGregor Burns, Roosevelt: The Lion and The Fox, (New York:
Hartcourt Brace, 1984) pp. 397-430, 457-459; Heppenheimer, ibid.; Joseph
P. Lash, Roosevelt and Churchill: 1939-1941, (New York: W.W. Norton,
1976) pp. 63-92.
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Matthew Ridgway, were now certain to assume significant roles in the

post-war Army. 1 6

Unlike Army officers who had won past wars, most would not see

reductions in rank. They would continue to lead. For Ridgway and

Taylor (West Point classes of 1917 and 1922 respectively), their ranks

were not completely out of line with their years of Service. For those

of Gavin's generation, however, it was an opportunity for young, bright,

aggressive officers to make their mark early in their careers instead of

checking the Army-Naw Journal for obituaries and calculating the slow

peacetime pace to Lieutenant Colonel and Colonel. 1 7

Gavin would play a part in policy making, as would men like Andrew

Goodpaster, Class of 1939 and already a successful wartime battalion

commander, staff officer, and future Assistant to the President of the

United States. William Westmoreland, class of 1936 and a Maxwell Taylor

prot~g6, would be Secretary to the General Staff (SGS) when Taylor

served as Chief of Staff of the Army." 8 The rapid career rise was not

limited to West Point graduates. William E. Depuy had entered the

officer corps through the pre-war Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC)

and led a battalion in battle. He was one of the many World War II ROTC

graduates who chose to remain on active duty or who returned after

brief, unsatisfying stints as post-war civilians. 1 9 Frank Sackton had

been an enlisted man in the National Guard before the war. At war's

16 Biggs, Gavin.
17 john M. Taylor, General Maxwell Taylor: The Sword and the Pen, (New
York: Doubleday, 1989) pg. 30.
18Association of Graduates, Register.
1 9 Depuy, Interview, OH-MHI.

11



end, he was a decorated infantry divison operations officer and SGS to

General Douglas MacArthur. 20

These officers and their contemporaries shared in the post-war

parades and celebrations, but many of them also saw the serious

challenges ahead. The war had ended with explosion of the atom bomb.

Like other technologies before it, the bomb would change warfighting

doctrine and alter the military balance of power. But how would that

affect the Army?

A closely related issue was the role of the Army Air Corps and the

role of Naval Aviation. Many were now arguing that Douhet had been

right and that Billy Mitchell had been vindicated by the success of air

power in World War II. What would this mean for ground forces? Would

they become secondary to strategic airpower?

A baseline question was America's strategy for the postwar era.

Would it be based on facing the growing threat from our wartime ally,

the Soviet Union? If so, where would an Army make its stand? Would it

be in a defensive posture forward based in Europe? Would the Soviets

challenge us in other areas of the world and force us to spread

ourselves thin? Or would we be drawn into a war on the vast Eurasian

landmass and repeat the mistakes of Napoleon and Hitler?

These were questions of strategy and politics that were largely

foreign to the Army. While the Navy's geopolitical role had kept that

Service involved in debates of this kind even before the emergence of

Mahan, the Army had always avoided them. Uncomfortable with politics

and disdainful of civilian influence, the Army set itself apart, often

2°Interviews with Frank J. Sackton, Arizona State University, Tempe,
Arizona, 1978-79.
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literally. Generals Scott and Sherman had both removed their

headquarters from Washington during the course of their tours as Chief

of Staff. The isolation of the Army on the nation's frontier--first as

engineers, then as Indian fighters--had only served to reinforce this

attitude.21

The Army had also been able to separate itself from the national

policy debate because of its limited interaction with the domestic

economy. The Navy had a significant investment in shipyards and energy

resources. Until World War II and the rise of mechanization and

airpower, the Army was still a low-tech Service. The tank and the

airplane began the process of linking the Army's strength to the

industrial base.

But the latest innovation in weaponry brought the Army's purpose

into question. American nuclear capabilities had led some to believe

that the days of the foot soldiers and land warfare were a thing of the

past. Why put soldiers on the ground when a single bomb, delivered

quickly and cheaply by air, could save the lives of infantrymen?

Even with "The Bomb," the onset of the Cold War began more than

four decades of Army global operations ranging from peacetime forward

presence to war. The range and scope of the Army's commitments and the

size of the force would exceed any seen in peacetime. American soldiers

would serve on every continent and would take part in almost every

conceivable operation from scientific research and humanitarian

assistance to small unit raids and full scale mechanized warfare.

2 1 Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and The State: The Theory and
Politics of Civil-Military Relations, (Cambridge: Belknap, 1957), pp.
210, 222-269.
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The first ten years after World War II saw samples of every type

of military action. First, the Army played the traditional role of

occupier in Germany and Japan. The Army also took on the new role of

civil-military operations. Mindful of the costs of failing to secure

the peace after World War I, the American Army began the process of

post-war political recovery in Germany and Japan. With the introduction

of the Marshall Plan (proposed by the wartime Army Chief of Staff turned

peacetime Secretary of State), the Army played a key role in the

economic rebuilding of allies and former enemies.

The Civil War in Greece brought U.S. soldiers into combat as

advisors, a role they would play again in many other nations in the

years ahead. Plans to reduce American troop levels in Europe were

postponed as tensions increased in Berlin. The formation of the U.S.

Air Force did not eliminate the Army's scientific and technological role

in the nuclear era. The Army Corps of Engineers, responsible before the

war for the building and maintenance of dams, flood projects, and inland

waterways, had added the research and development role exemplified by

the Manhattan Project. Now it continued to work on missiles and the

extension of nuclear weapon capabilities down to the tactical unit

level.22

The years after World War II also saw a dramatic change in the

structure of the nation's defense establishment. In 1944, the first

steps were taken toward unification of the military. Until World War

II, the War Department and the Navy Department ran their respective

Services with little or no formal interaction or competition. The

development of a joint command structure began in World War II. As the

2 2Weigley, American Way, pp. 363-440.
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complexity of joint operations increased and the importance of air power

grew, the demands to formally unify the Services increased. 2 3

Rather than pour all Services into one, the Services were further

divided into three with the creation of a separate Air Force out of the

Army Air Corps. A Department of Defense was created with the Secretary

of the Navy, Secretary of the Army (formerly the Secretary of War), and

the new Secretary of the Air Force all answering to the Secretary of

Defense. The Chiefs of Staff of the Services (and, later, the

Commandant of the Marine Corps) formed the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In

addition to Chiefs from all Services, a General Officer was appointed to

serve as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 2 4 .

This form of unification increased rather than decreased

interService competition. Samuel Huntington has argued that the period

from 1945 to 1950 saw the most intense interService competition in

history. Each Service feared that the other would take away their

mission, their budgets, and their force structure. The battles were

carried on in public view through the press and through Congressional

hearings.25

Their battles were not just with each other. The relationship

between the Chiefs and the Secretary of Defense was far from amicable.

The demands for post-war reductions and the need to referee Service

disputes frequently put the Secretary in an unenviable position. The

new cabinet post was answerable directly to the President for the

readiness of all Services.

2 3Huntington, Soldier, pp. 335-445; Huntington, The Common Defense:
Strategic Programs in National Politics, (New York: Columbia, 1961) pp.
370-374.
2 4Hewes, Root to McNamara, 163-167; Huntington, Soldier, ibid.
2 5Huntington, Common Defense, p. 369.

15



At times, the political demands from the White House clashed

significantly with the professional demands from the Services. The

foreign policy agenda of the new DOD also led to disputes with the

Department of State. The first Secretary of Defense, James Forrestal,

was increasingly despondent over his inability to effectively control

this enormous new agency. He was eventually institutionalized and

committed suicide. The second Secretary of Defense, Louis Johnson,

administered dramatic cuts to the budget in order to comply with

President Harry Truman's fiscal agenda. His cuts further antagonized

interService rivalries as Services competed for shares of an ever

shrinking pie.26

One such cut led to the "Admirals' Revolt" of 1949. Proposals to

reduce the number of carriers and carrier air groups and to eliminate

funds to construct a "supercarrier" led to open protests by senior naval

officers. Appearing before the House Armed Services Committee, Admiral

Arthur Radford, Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet, charged that

the Air Force was maneuvering to eliminate the Navy's air component and

assume its missions. When the smoke cleared, the Chief of Naval

Operations, Admiral Louis Denifield had effectively been relieved, but

the cuts in carrier assets had been scaled back. 2 7

The preparation of the 1950 defense budget had been a particularly

heated political fight. InterService rivalry combined with

Congressional agendas to drag the fight into public. The hopes of

2 6Ambrose, Eisenhower, Vol One, pp. 486-487; Huntington, Soldier, pp.
44-446; Warner Schilling, "The Politics of National Defense: Fiscal
1950," Stratecwy, Politics, and Defense BudQets, Schilling, Paul Y.
Hammond, and Glenn H. Snyder, ed., (New York: Columbia, 1962) pp. 135-
213.
2 7Weigley American Way, pp. 367-369.
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unifying the process had proven premature. The new Defense Department

and Joint Chiefs did not provide a means for channeling and controlling

conflict. Instead, it seemed to generate it. 2 8

Throughout the 1950 budget battle, the principal focus had been on

the need to counter the threat of Communist expansion in Europe.

Secretary of State George C. Marshall argued vigorously for the

maintenance of a credible U.S. presence in Europe while our allies

continued to rebuild economically and politically. 2 9 But while

America's military and political focus had been on Europe, its first

conventional military challenge came in Asia.

The victory of Mao Tse-Tung's Peoples' Liberation Army had raised

domestic outcries in America. The conservative wing of the Republican

Party (so committed to isolationism ten years earlier) argued for an

Asia first policy. But despite the emotional outcry over the "loss of

China" generated by the outspoken China Lobby in the U.S., it was not

China that drew U.S. troops into battle. 30

Occupied for more than 35 years by Japan, Korea had been divided

at war's end in what was thought would be a temporary measure to

facilitate the transition from colonial rule . But the rival political

forces among both the occupiers and the occupied made it increasingly

2 8Huntington, Common Defense, pp. 369-404
2 9 Dean Acheson, Present At The Creation, (New York: W.W. Norton, 1969)
pp'. 302-314; Schilling, "Politics of National Defense," pp. 183-195.
3 0Halbertsam, Best, pp. 137-146; Paul Y. Hammond "NSC-68: Prologue to
Rearmament," Schilling, Hammond, and Snyder, ed., Strateoy, pp. 284-285;
James C. Thomson, Jr., Peter W. Stanley, and John Curtis Perry,
Sentimental Imperialists: The American Experience in East Asia, New
York: Harper and Row, 1981, pp. 217-234; Barbara W. Tuchman, Stillwell
and the American Experience in China: 1911-54, (New York: Bantam, 1972),
p. 671.
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clear that the division was not temporary and transition to unified self

rule would not be forthcoming.31

In 1950, the North Korean Army crossed the 38th parallel and

invaded South Korea. American soldiers, serving in their civil-military

role, were among those who fled Seoul ahead of the invading North

Koreans. Meanwhile, American soldiers in Japan, serving as occupiers,

were sent to stop the collapse of South Korea.

The debate over the Army's performance in the early days of the

war has grown more complex as historians pay more attention to the

conduct of that war. For years, the standard explanation for the

failure of the American soldiers to stop the advancing North Koreans

focused on the training and readiness of the Army in Japan. American

soldiers, the argument went, had grown too comfortable and too soft.

How else to explain the retreat of an Army that had defeated Japan and

Germany only five years before? 3 2

But in the post mortem of Korea, the Army argued that individual

soldier readiness was only a small portion of the story. American

soldiers had fought bravely and well. Units sent to Korea initially

went as a show of force and were sent equipped for garrison duty rather

than for combat. Broken weapons and equipment were taken into battle

from maintenance facilities in Japan without repair. Repair parts and

trained maintenance personnel were not available. Soldiers had trained

during occupation duty. Units of the 25th Infantry Division had been

3 1 Young Whan Kihl, Politics and Policies in Divided Korea: Regimes in
Contest, (Boulder: Westview Press, 1984), pp. 28-39; Glenn D. Paige, The
Korea Decision, (New York: Free Press, 1968); William Whitney Stueck,
Jr. The Road to Confrontation: American Policy toward China and Korea,
1947-1950, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1981).
3 2Max Hastings, The Korean War, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987) pp.
76-96.
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training with South Korean officers in Japan on the day of the

invasion.33

The problem was one of funding and equipment. The belief that

nuclear weapons would deter or--at worst--quickly end any wars had

shifted the focus away from maintenance and equipment modernization.

The Army units send into Pusan were trained to use their anti-armor

weapons, but the weapons were not adequate to stop North Korean tanks.

Rifle, machine gun, and mortar marksmanship had been practiced as much

as limited training ammunition stocks would allow. But broken weapons

are of limited use to a trained marksman. Poorly equipped soldiers

whose weapons can not stop the enemy are more likely to flee than stand,

and some of them did flee. But for every unit that "bugged out" others

stood and fought against overwhelming odds. 34

In the end, the decision to reach a political settlement rather

than taking the war into China (as General Douglas MacArthur had urged)

led to a stalemate. Had we won in Korea? Kim IL Sung was still in

power. The threat of future war on the Korean Peninsula still existed,

China had emerged as a significant military threat. But had we lost?

The borders we set out to protect had been restored. The South Korean

military had been modernized and was being trained to take on a greater

share of its defense. The US had demonstrated its resolve.

And what about America's nuclear deterrent? Some historians now

argue that the threat of nuclear war had finally led China to force the

North Koreans to the bargaining table. But why did it take three years?

3 3 Ibid.,; Russell A. Gugeler, Combat Actions in Korea, (Washington,
D.C.; Office of the Chief of Military History, 1970); Interviews with
LTC (ret.) John M. Parker, 1952-present.
34. Ibid.
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And why did nuclear weapons fail to deter them from entering the war?

Perhaps most important, now that the Soviets had the bomb, would nuclear

weapons become a kind of mutual checkmate preventing the superpowers

from resorting to all out war, but ensuring the continuation of low

level "proxy" wars?

America had committed itself to the Grand Strategy of Containment.

We would hold the Communist nations within their existing borders while

the inherent contradictions and weaknesses of Marxism led to their

inevitable collapse. But where and how would America contain its Cold

War enemies? Nuclear weapons were not enough.

The Korean War produced several lessons for the Army. Some of

these lessons contradicted each other. One school held that Korea had

been "The wrong war, fought at the wrong time against the wrong enemy".

America should have focused attention on Europe. The commitment of

forces in Korea had been a mistake from the outset and it would only

serve to drag the US into future conflicts, bleeding away valuable

political and economic resources. 35

But in the years ahead, others would come to disagree. Korea had

been consistent with the range of military options America would have to

be prepared to exercise. We would be tested again and again. Each time

we failed to respond would strengthen the enemies' resolve and weaken

America's credibility in the eyes of our important allies. Korea and

Europe were not separate issues. They were, in fact, inseparable.36

3 5Andrew F. Krepinevich, Jr. The Army and Vietnam (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University, 1986, pp. 16-17.3 6This view is consistent with the gradual evolution of limited war
writings as The Revolt progressed. The "Munich" analogy began to bear
greater weight than "Never Again" during the gradual escalation of
American involvement in Vietnam. This is more evident in the writings
and comments made during The Revolt. On the Munich Analogy and Vietnam,
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